Wheat is the most important cereal crop; it is staple diet for more than one third of the world population. Wheat production is influenced by several harsh environmental stresses that adversely affect its growth, metabolism and yield. Among them, Drought stress is the main factor limiting the productivity of wheat crop worldwide. Plants experience drought stress either when the water supply to roots becomes difficult or when the transpiration rate becomes very high. These two conditions often coincide under arid and semi-arid climates. Eighty percent area of Pakistan comes under arid and semi-arid region, so wheat productivity is adversely reduced in these areas due to lack of rain fall. Wheat yield under drought stress can be improved by several methods like conventional breeding, genetic transformation and marker assisted selection. For applying any of these methods, a close scans of morphological and physio-biochemical parameters are necessary. In the present study with 92 genotypes, a decrease of 35.57% for relative water content and 23.08% was observed for chlorophyll content in the stressed conditions. And an increase in metabolite level such as sugar (28.86%), SOD (4.53%) and canopy temperature (20.38%) was observed in moisture stress. Various genotypes have been identified which can be used further in plant breeding systems.
Introduction
Meteorological drought (Discontinuity in precipitation) joined with higher evapotranspiration leads to agricultural drought [1] . Drought has been a major focus of research for several decades as due to climate change the number of drought periods will increase in the future [2] . With global warming, drought will occur more frequently and will be expected to affect crop production more severely [3] . Drought effects plants at cellular, physiological, metabolic and molecular levels and have serious impact on various developmental processes, such as seedling emergence and growth, root and shoot development and later leaf development [4] [5] [6] . Drought response studies are challenged by the complexity of the trait caused by the environmental interactions. Drought tolerance can be estimated by the mode, timing, and severity of the dehydration stress and its occurrence with other abiotic and biotic stress factors [7, 8] . To counter adverse effects of different environmental stresses, plant have evolved special mechanisms and undergone a serial of physiological changes, but the "cross-talk of stresses" and "cross-tolerance to stresses" have not been extensively explored [9] . Crop genotypes having potential tolerance for environmental stresses is a common approach for improvement of crop productivity [10] . Drought tolerance is now considered by both plant breeders and biotechnologists to be a valid breeding target. Therefore some drought stress indices or selection criteria which provide a measure of drought based on yield loss under drought conditions in comparison to normal conditions have been used for screening drought tolerant genotypes [11-13]. Wheat is the major staple food in Pakistan, so it is cultivated and merchandized on commercial scale. Pakistan is among ten major wheat-producing countries of the world in terms of area under wheat cultivation, total productivity and per acre yield, It is recorded that Wheat currently contributes 75 percent of Pakistan's daily caloric diet with per capita wheat consumption of around 124 kg per year, one of the highest in the world [14, 15] . Majority of area in Pakistan falls into arid-semi-arid regions, depending upon the climatic conditions. About 88% of total geographic area (79.6 mha) is covered by arid lands. The crop production in these areas is mainly dependent on the short and unpredictable rainfall [16, 17]. That's why, among different issues, water scarcity pose a serious threat to wheat production when less or no precipitation occurs in the year especially during winter [18] . Keeping in view the importance of wheat crop in Pakistan and problem of low yield in drought conditions as compared to developed countries it becomes imperative to take an immediate action to develop such varieties which can perform well under drought stress. So this study is planned for molecular and physiological evaluation of wheat cultivars for drought tolerance.
Materials and methods
Diverse germplasm of bread wheat was used for the study of genetic diversity and for screening drought tolerant genotypes using agronomic, morphological, physiological and molecular traits. The germplasm used in the study was comprised of 92 candidate lines. NARC-09, NARC-2011, Chakwal-95, Inqalab 98 was cultivated as control checks. Pedigree for selected genotypes is represented in Table S1 . Field experiments were carried out in year 2013-2014 and 2014-2015 at National agricultural research centre (NARC), Islamabad, Pakistan. Seeds were obtained from Wheat wide crosses, NARC, and were sown under control conditions in the tunnel and fully irrigated conditions in field following Randomized complete block design. Rain out plot shelters were covered with green sheets and plastic sheets to block water coming through precipitation. Tunnel was lined with 3 feet high brick wall underground to stop water seepage from surrounding areas. The seeds were sown in 1 meter rows having 3 replications. Non-stress plots were irrigated until maturity at sowing time, tillering, booting and post anthesis stage [19] . Various physiological and biochemical attributes like chlorophyll content [20] [25] and Superoxide dismutase activity [26, 27] were recorded. However, for some parameters, no significant difference was observed between the two years of observation and the interactions. All the results of analysis of variance are depicted in Table 1 . Descriptive statistics for all the treatments is depicted in Table 2 . Overall, the drought stress had an inhibitory effect on chlorophyll and relative water content, but the production of sugar, proline, SOD was increased. Canopy temperature and electrolyte leakage also increased in drought stress treatment. A decrease of 35.57% for relative water content and 23.08% was observed for chlorophyll content in the stressed conditions. Other metabolites increased in stressed conditions, such as sugar (28.86%), SOD (4.53%) and 20.38% increase for canopy temperature was observed in drought stress. 
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Conclusion
The present study was carried out to demonstrate that genetic variation can cause drought resistance in plants growing in dry and semi-dry regions of Pakistan and similar countries in the world. Our results revealed that different wheat cultivars can cope with drought stress by employing strategies such as the production of compatible solutes (reducing sugars, proline) and antioxidant enzymes. The cultivars given in Table 3 might be considered as a suitable candidate for cultivation in semi-arid regions of this country.
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